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VANESA CASTÁN BROTO 
History, Memory and Everyday Environmentalism.  
The Case of New Belgrade 
Abstract. The authors study experiences of the urban environment in New Belgrade and 
argue for an understanding of how environmental movements were mobilised and medi-
ated by urban environments. In particular, they focus on the perceptions that have emerged 
through historical processes of state-driven urban development and urban appropriation 
by the population when the state retreated. Today, future visions of the city-to-be intersect 
with the lived reality of contradictions between memory, the production of public space, and 
its marketisation. Thus by engaging with memories of the production of the urban environ-
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are highlighted and a broader sense of what can constitute an environmental movement is 
achieved.
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Introduction
ȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ ȱȱěȱȱȱ
movements in the western Balkans needs to be assessed in relation to the social, 
political, and material histories in which they emerged. In line with our example 
of urban development in New Belgrade (Novi Beograd) and local memories of its 
construction during the socialist era as well as its reinvention in post-socialist 
ǰȱ ȱȱȱęȱȱȱȱ¢Ȃȱȱ
of both the built environment and the possibilities for environmental activism 
in New Belgrade.
ȱȱęȱȱȱȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ
individuals and organisations in collective action on the basis of a shared iden-
ûȱŜřȱǻŘŖŗśǼǰȱǯȹřǰȱǯȹŚŜŝȬŚşŖ
ENVIRONMENTALISM AND GREEN PARTIES 
ŚŜŞȱ Ĵȱǰȱȱ°ǰȱȱ¤ȱ
tity.1 This emphasises a link between environmental movements and a rise in 
environmental consciousness. From this perspective, social movements incor-
porate both formal organisations and instances of spontaneous protest, but they 
are not reducible to either.2ȱȱěȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ
ties that characterise such networks and what makes the movements actually 
ȁȂǯ3 However, challenges to the assumption of a universal environmental 
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȁ¢ȱȱȂǯŚ 
Engaging with this diversity entails understanding environmental movements 
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱ Ĵȱ ȱ ȱ ¢ȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ
experiences of everyday environmentalism. Environmental politics emerges 
ȱȱ¡ȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȂȱȱȱȱȱ-
ǯȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȂȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
on or through the environment and produce areas they want to live in. This 
approach focuses on local forms of civic participation rather than ideal types 
of environmental movements.
Our paper emerges from within a call for theories that address the social and 
ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱǻǼȱ¡ȱȱ¢¢ȱ
environmentalism.5 Belgrade is a city archetype in which these theories can be 
Ěȱǯȱȱȱȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱŗşŞŖȱȱȱȱȱȱ
the urbanisation and industrialisation model extolled during socialism. Urban 
environmentalism in the western Balkans did not reproduce the processes of 
environmental awareness in other countries.6 Rather, it has emerged in relation 
to a history of local participation in the construction of urban neighbourhoods 
ȱȱȂȱȱȱȱȱŗşşŖǯȱȱȱȱ
¡ȱȱ£Ȃȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱǯ
1  Mario ǰȱȱȱȱȱǰȱThe Sociological ReviewȱŚŖǰȱǯȹŗȱǻŗşşŘǼǰȱŗȬŘśǯ
2ȱȱȱȹȦȹȱǰȱȱǰȱǱȱȱǯȹ ȱȱǯǰȱ
ǰȱȱ¢Ȭ ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱ
ȦȱŘŖŗŚǰȱ
ĴǱȦȦ¢ǯ ¢ǯȦȦŗŖǯŗŖŖŘȦşŝŞŖŚŝŖŜŝŚŞŝŗǯ ŚŜŚȦǯ
3  Clare Saunders, Using Social Network Analysis to Explore Social Movements. A Relational 
Approach, Social Movement StudiesȱŜǰȱǯȹřȱǻŘŖŖŝǼǰȱŘŘŝȬŘŚřǲȱȱȱ	ǰȱ ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ǯȱ ǰȱ ȱ ȱ ǵǰȱ
Environmental PoliticsȱŘŗǰȱǯȹŗȱǻŘŖŗŘǼǰȱŗȬŘśǯ
Śȱȱȱ¢ȹȦȹ¢ȱ¢ǰȱ¢ȱǯȱȱǰȱȱȱ
and Modern Environmentalisms, Environmental PoliticsȱŗśǰȱǯȹśȱǻŘŖŖŜǼǰȱŜşŝȬŝŗŘǯ
5ȱȱȱǯȱȹȦȹȱ²ǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱ
Perspectives from East and West, Czech Sociological ReviewȱŚŞǰȱǯȹřȱǻŘŖŗŘǼǰȱŜŖşȬŜŗşǰȱĴǱȦȦ
 ǯǯǯ£ȦȦŚşŚŖŜřśŗŘŖŖŞśŘŝŞŚŜŖŖŗśŞŗȏŜŖşȬŜŗşǯǯȱȱ
internet references were accessed on 10 September 2015.
6ȱȱȱǰȱȱ£ȱȱȱ	¢ǯȱ
¢ȱȱ
ȱȱ ȱ¢ȱȱ¢ǰȱ ȱȱȱǯȱŘŖŗřǯ
ȱ ȱŚŜşEveryday Environmentalism in New Belgrade
This article draws from insights generated through the BG LOG: Memorijalni 
arhiv Beogradaȱǻ¢ȱȱȱǼȱǰȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ°ȱ
and run by Kulturklammer. Centre for Cultural Interactions, a Belgrade-based 
ȱ¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ£Ȃȱȱȱ
to activate cultural resources in sustainable development through implement-
ȱȱȱȱȱęȱȱǯȱȱŘŖŗřǰȱKulturklammer ran a series 
ȱ	ȱ	ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
¢Ȃȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱǯȱȱȱ ȱ
workshops, performances, and interviews with local residents as a means to 
support community cohesion and engage citizens in the development of their 
neighbourhoods. The project entailed collaboration and dialogue between 
senior citizens and young people. Participants were recruited through local 
¢ȱǰȱȂȱȱȱ ȱȱǯȱȱȱȱ
of the project established twelve workshops with 25 participants. The second 
phase involved 100 participants in another fourteen more loosely structured 
workshops. The structure of the workshops and methods applied—group and 
individual interviews, discussions, narration, creative writing, practical work 
 ȱȱȯ ȱęȱȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
was responsive to the needs and interests of the participants. A compendium of 
collective memories was compiled and made available online in an interactive 
map.ŝȱǰȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǲȱȱ
from a digital collection created by an informal Facebook group called ‘Old 
ȱȱ ȱȂȱǻStare Slike Novog Beograda) are used to underline 
ȱĚȱȱȱǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
post their own photos of the area and provides an informal record of how New 
Belgrade has developed.
ȱȱȱ ȱȱ ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ	ȱ	ȱǯȱ
Today, New Belgrade includes large residential neighbourhoods, business dis-
tricts, and shopping malls, but the area had been a vacant marshland until the 
ȱȱȱŗşŚŖǯȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
New Belgrade discussed its construction, its integration into the city as a thriv-
ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȬȱǯȱȱĚȱȱȱ
Ȃȱȱ ȱȂȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
of building socialism. Their memories also showed how people experienced 
the decline and collapse of the socialist political economy and, in so doing, 
framed contemporary perceptions of the urban environment and possibilities 
to mobilise.
ȱ¢ȱȱȱ	ȱ	ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ
 ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ŝȱȱ	ȱ	ǱȱȱȱǰȱǰȱĴǱȦȦ   ǯǯȦȬ
Ȧ.
ŚŝŖȱ Ĵȱǰȱȱ°ǰȱȱ¤ȱ
ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱŗşŞŖǰȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȬñ°ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱŘŖŖŖǯȱȱȱ ȱ
ȱ¢ȱ Ěȱ¢ȱȱȱ ȱȱȱ
as well as opinions about what action can be deployed in the current context. 
This allows us to discuss an urban politics of the built environment which pro-
vides the material basis for the establishment of civic relationships but lacks 
a homogeneous shared identity and a strong capacity for action, in contrast to 
Ȃȱęȱȱȱǯȱ	ȱ	ȱȱȱȱȱȱ
that emphasised multiple views and identities as a means to build a collectively 
owned city.
ȱȱ ǰȱ ȱęȱȱȱȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ
mobilisation in the urban environment in the western Balkans. We then include 
a partial and highly context-dependent history of citizen participation in the 
construction of New Belgrade, as revealed through the personal histories from 
ȱ	ȱ	ȱǯȱ¢ǰȱ ȱ¢ȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ
environment and how doorstep issues inspire mundane forms of environmen-
ȱǯȱȱę¢ǰȱ ȱ¡ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ
reignite a sentiment of care for the challenges posed by the need to cope with 
what the neighbourhood represents today. 
Mobilisation and the Urban Environment  
in the Western Balkans
The political project of building socialism in postwar Eastern Europe was 
bound up with processes of industrialisation and urbanisation, leading French 
ȱ
ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱ ę¢ȱ ȱȱ
environments.Ş The end of socialism has been loosely interpreted as a struggle 
over environmental issues resulting from the industrialisation and urbanisation 
of this period. Pavlínek and Pickles have argued that 
ȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱŗşŞşȱ ǰȱȱȱęȱǰȱ
struggles for democracy, they were also at root cries of desperation from people 
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȂȱȱȱ ȱ
health.ş
The rapid deterioration of the environment combined with the lack of institu-
tional capacity to address the visible problems and involve citizens in environ-
mental decision making led to ‘a gradual groundswell of dissent over natural 
Şȱȱȱ¢ȱȹȦȹǯȹǯȱȱ
ǰȱǰȱȱȱ¢ǯȱȱȱȱ
ȱ¢ǰȱ ȱȱŗşŝşǯ
şȱȱȱÇȹȦȹȱǰȱȱǯȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱǰȱǰȱ ȱȱŘŖŖŖǰȱŗŘŝǯ
ȱ ȱŚŝŗEveryday Environmentalism in New Belgrade
ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱŗşŞŖȂǯ10 
What is less understood is what kind of environmental politics were played 
out in urban neighbourhoods where environmental experiences were tied to 
ȱȱȱȱȁȂȱȱȱȱǰȱ ǰȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱǯȱ¢ȱȱŗşŞŖǰȱȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ
ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱȱ
distribute resources justly alongside the social impact of the contraction of the 
state-managed economy.
The environment was a point of dissent within the broader call for democ-
ratisation.11ȱǰȱ ȱȱȬȱȱǻ	Ǽȱ
ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ȱȱŗşşŖȱ¢ȱȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱȱǰȱȱ
alone around environmental issues, and lamented the absence of civil society.12 
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activists, which brought in alien concepts, such as environmental justice (the 
formulation of environmental issues in relation to civil rights), which were read-
ily adopted in the newly established environmental organisations. The work 
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their involvement in environmental action has clearly improved the wellbeing 
of citizens.13 However, some commentators have pointed out that they played 
a role in the reformulation of environmental policy objectives away from local 
ǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
ěȱȱ¡ȱȱȱȱ ȱęȱ-
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European Union, debates on environmental mobilisation in Central and East 
European countries have focused on the changing role of civil society and the 
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within academic debates. However, while there are some commonalities in the 
countries of CEE, empirical evidence has demonstrated the need to take a nu-
anced view on the diversity of transformations, both because of their distinct 
legacies and the way multiple transitions played out.
In the western Balkans, the socialist legacy relates to how the centralised 
management of the economy and the intensity of exploitation of natural re-
sources led to widespread pollution, on the one hand, and the extent to which 
the lack of participation of citizens in government led to a generalised apathy 
with regard to the environment, on the other. Western Balkan cities exemplify 
the best and the worst aspects of environmental management under the social-
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environmental pollution. Simultaneously, there were extensive investments in 
public transport and district heating systems. Urban form as such was tightly 
controlled into compact spatial structures.15 In relation to citizen participation, 
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sphere of interest and, in comparison with other states in the region, it was more 
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variety of self-management.16ȱ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conservation movement developed.ŗŝ Carmin and Fagan argue that by the late 
ŗşŞŖȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ¢Ȭȱȱ-
sations and radical pockets of activism that linked environmental pollution to 
structural problems in the political system.
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from the socialist period that could be positively deployed in defense of the 
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International support for civil society development was channeled through 
human rights organisations. Some commentators at the turn of the millennium 
expressed their concerns about the extent to which internationally sponsored 
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15  Petrova, Communities in Transition.
16  Petrova, Communities in Transition.
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be read within their operating context.ŗşȱǰȱ ȱ ȱ ȱȱ
movements, the assumption of an empty governance landscape was deployed 
to the detriment of existing forms of mobilisation and environmental knowledge 
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of Western European countries.20ȱȱ¡ǰȱȱěȱȱȱ
most part ‘ignored the mass organisations, state-sponsored interest groups, and 
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The European Union has had a central impact on the formation of environ-
ȱȱȱȱȱȱǰȱĚȱȱȱȱ
and the means for activism.22ȱǰȱȱȱȱȱȱĚȱ-
mental policies, but also national politics through, for example, conditionality 
mechanisms.23 Joining the European Union provided impetus for mobilisation, 
even in the countries in the western Balkans, where accession prospects were 
rather uncertain.ŘŚȱǰȱ ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱȱ¢ȱȱȱ
Union, which are recognised in the application of tools such as environmental 
impact assessment, have not provoked a move away from command and control 
models of environmental management.25ȱǰȱ Ȭ¢ȱ	ȱȱ
not mobilised a great wave of public support and, in order to survive, many 
have instead become think tanks engaged in advocacy and consultancy and 
moved away from grass roots work. People who were already organised in 
networks and local groups felt excluded from these new forms of civil society. 
These dynamics have halted political opportunities for environmental activism.26 
Are there forms of environmental mobilisation outside these conventional 
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that sustain the city. For example, research on everyday experiences on envi-
ronmental pollution in Bosnia and Herzegovina has shown how communities 
mobilise using a range of resources from individual experiences of the landscape 
to international discourses of environmental justice.ŘŞ Similarly, this mobilisa-
tion can be found in other urban areas in the western Balkans.
Burningham and Thrush argue that environmentalism does not exist as 
a separate area of concern but is intricately bound up with ‘wider assessments 
ȱȱȂȱȱȱȱȂȱ ȱ¢ȱȱǯŘş This approach is 
particularly suited to the context of Belgrade today, where broad disillusion-
ment with the political elite and the continued economic crisis constrain the 
possibilities to act. Thus, in the following section, we provide an account of 
the original construction of New Belgrade, building upon the memories of in-
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in which socialist and market mechanisms coexisted, and its further mutations 
during the transition period. As we will show, shared memories of participation 
in processes of urban change have created forms of activism that still resonate 
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History, Memory, Participation  
and Environmental Consciousness
Radna Akcija and the Construction of New Belgrade
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hectares that is separated from the old city by the river Sava. Approximately 
230,000 inhabitants live in housing estates of prefabricated buildings constructed 
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ings, and wide boulevards provide the thoroughfares for public buses, trams, 
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London et al. 2010.
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areas.30 The construction of New Belgrade was a highly symbolic project dur-
ing the socialist era, but it has been an area in continuous change. The area was 
designed to house a mix of social classes, but large areas were developed for 
high status groups such as the military.31 As Serbia has joined global markets 
since the 2000s, large boulevards and open spaces have become sites for new 
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business district. 
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to be a socialist alternative to established cities of previous political orders.32 Its 
development had a ‘symbolic charge [which] greatly outweighed its practical 
¢Ȃǯ33 At the time, postwar Belgrade was in ruins with large numbers of 
homeless, and the country had few construction materials at its disposal, and 
a low level of mechanisation. Building a new socialist city ‘in the middle of 
ȱĚȬȂřŚȱȱȱ ¢ȱȱěȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
¢ǯȱ
 ǰȱȱȱȱȱǱȱȱȱȱȱȱ
 ȱȱ ǯȱȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱ-
ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱǯȱȱȱ ȱ£ȱęȱȱ
themselves into the picture of rebuilding New Belgrade (Figure 1). 
In the postwar period, citizen labour played a key role. It was used to create 
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citizens. In the Soviet model, mass participation in manual labour was known 
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produce awe inducing constructions or production runs.35 The construction of 
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which saw 100,000 people working on the site over three years.36ȱȱǰȱ
this type of project created both infrastructure and national myths about the 
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grade, paper presented at the European Network for Housing Research (ENHR) Inter national 
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were rebuilding their war torn country.řŝ
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broke from the Soviet Union and with this break came the need to distinguish 
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workers unions lobbied against the rhythm and mobility of shock work surges, 
and argued for more permanent employment within local areas. This move, 
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system aimed to devolve political power away from Soviet-style centralism to 
smaller, local political units. The extent to which this was achieved remained 
a subject of debate.řş
ȱȱȱȱȁȂȱ ȱȱ ȱȱȱ
and workers around the country to work on infrastructure projects. These la-
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understood as mandatory, given the social and institutional pressure to partici-
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and, precisely, buildings in New Belgrade.ŚŖȱȱȁȂȱȱȱȱ
holidays and brought together young people from each Republic, mixing classes, 
ethnicities, urban, and rural communities to work and learn new skills.Śŗ
Participation in these youth labour actions was a key part of the memories 
ȱ¢ȱ	ȱ	ȱȱȱ ȱ ȱȱŘŖŗřǯȱǰȱ ȱ
now lives in New Belgrade, explained how participating in youth actions in 
New Belgrade changed her own perceptions of landscape, in contrast to those 
of her father, for example, who lamented the loss of the rural environment. For 
those who lived in or near Belgrade and worked on the construction of New 
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However, the new urban area did not erase the memories of previous rural 
landscapes, which had been built over.
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to their memories of the pre-urbanised landscape that it replaced. A married 
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witnessed the dramatic change as the village became part of the city and farm 
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when his unit was built, and although he himself only participated occasionally 
in the action, he still remembered the celebrations that marked its completion. 
He remembered all the youth in the area being drawn in to hear live music and 
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labour actions were positive, with no mention of darker experiences of exhaus-
ȱȱǰȱ ȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱȁȂȱȱ
afterhours labour and mentioned by other participants.
Positive memories and nostalgia for this period also emerge in other publi-
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a digital collection created by the Facebook group called ‘Old pictures of New 
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local groups to contribute. This virtual group celebrates a sentiment of nostal-
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contradictions inherent in the system and how these impacted on everyday life. 
Living in New Belgrade. Experiencing Socio-Ecological Change
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its political focus shifted onto the economy and the ability for self-management 
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political unit, described as the ‘basic cell of self-management society, its social, 
ǰȱǰȱȱȱȂǯŚŘ These reforms meant that care for the 
local environment and work in the neighbourhood became a form of political 
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a political unit remained vague, neighbourhoods were organised around the 
concept that local services should be provided for and managed by the local 
population.Śřȱęȱ¢ȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱ-
tive discussions. In established urban neighbourhoods these spaces had to be 
carved out of existing buildings and sites, but in new neighbourhoods like those 
in New Belgrade they were included in the neighbourhood layout.
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recalled not just the labour involved in constructing New Belgrade, but also the 
process of turning this new environment into a liveable neighbourhood. The 
buildings were designed to support a socialist consumer society, but creating 
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Belgrade, for example, felt pity for friends that went to live in New Belgrade, 
as if they were expelled from the urban centre to the far other side of the river 
Sava. Jelica remembered her neighbours moving out of the old centre during 
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[a neighbourhood in New Belgrade]. We [still] lived in the city centre […] and my 
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ŚŘ  Marija Martinovic, Social Space, Property and Everyday Life. Common Areas in Socialist 
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Śř  Martinovic, Social Space, Property and Everyday Life.
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how the area evolved from an area that had few facilities and a limited cultural 
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When I moved to New Belgrade, my whole life still revolved around old Belgrade 
[…]. I continued to go to school in the city, but later a lot of things in my life 
changed. In the meantime, New Belgrade got all the contents that a city should 
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And now I do not go more than two or three times a year across the Sava river [to 
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to the point that living in New Belgrade has become comparable to her life in 
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Stare-slike-Novog-Beograda. Used with permission.
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ity to provide for the average worker, 
and to reward status groups within the 
ȱȱ ¢ǯȱ-
modation standards in New Belgrade 
were subject to public scrutiny as ex-
amples to hold the government to ac-
count.ŚŚ This awareness came through 
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to military personnel. The neighbour-
hood high rise buildings had been de-
signed for high status citizens with four 
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Then Tito held the famous speech in 
Split about workers and the work-
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diagonally so that there are eight in 
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a triangle. That was mostly divided 
among the workers of IMT (Industry 
of Machines and Tractors). They are 
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nally] they were made to be huge, 
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New Belgrade hosted both high status group and working class people, in 
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This ranking process incorporated employment status and other marks of sym-
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a classless society through the provision of standardised housing. Standardised 
also meant an uncharacteristic environment, in which disorientation was pos-
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Śś  IMT is a manufacturer of heavy machinery and previously was a large employer in 
the area.
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enades of New Belgrade. Ǳȱȱȱ
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da. Used with permission.
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When I moved in, I lived in [an area of] four-storey buildings—they were all the 
same. [Once] my mum sent me to buy bread […] I went and I did not know how 
to get back—no numbers, nothing, all the same.
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to the workplace and experienced through the allocation of housing and the 
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for a short period of time, my wife and I went across the river to the old city to live 
[…] but we did not like it at all. New Belgrade is urban, with wide streets, spacious, 
big promenades and the big planned green surfaces aside from this last part that is 
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tion of his local area. The agricultural life was replaced by a factory job with 
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accounts show how New Belgrade moved from being a symbol of the making of 
a nation to being part of the lived experiences of its residents who transformed 
it into a functioning and thriving neighbourhood. 
Transition and Turmoil in the 1990s
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was not immediately established. Serbian sociologists have distinguished two 
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appropriated sectors of the economy.ŚŜ The second phase of transition started 
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EU market structures. 
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These phases are visible in changes to the built environment, as previous 
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ants in socially owned housing were given the right to buy their apartments 
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been bought up.ŚŞ This was accompanied by a dramatic reduction in living 
standards, and poverty shifted from rural areas to urban centres.Śş On top of 
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of displaced people with about 113,000 refugees registering in the city.50 The 
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mand. Under a war economy, political isolation and increased criminality, the 
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much needed new housing was provided by private marketeers in unregulated 
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housing also rose so that the impact of citizens in urban development became 
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This situation has led to visible material changes. Ilija, for example, described 
the changes to the communal area in his building. He started by describing the 
community room in his residential block, where he had organised games and 
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ȱȱȱȱȱȱȱŞŖ2. I had organised a voluntary donation, 
bought tables for ping-pong, nets, rackets, two school tables […]. When people 
moved out and left old tables and chairs [I used them] […] I gathered books and 
we had a library for our children from the building. We socialised there, our chil-
dren and the children from other buildings, [we] read books, played ping-pong. 
All until one day some rascals came, some druggies, and they took the keys to 
play ping-pong and they made love on the table with some girls. When I saw that, 
I went to school here to speak to the Head[master]. I asked him if he wanted to 
take the ping-pong table, rackets, balls and two chess sets as a donation. I told him 
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school] there. I picked it all up and took it to the school.
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The big political shaking had begun [by then]. [The president of the local commu-
nity] reported to the council that we had extra living space [in our building]. The 
council gave the space to the heating plant and the plant gave it to a man who was 
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This enclosing and privatising of formerly socially owned space can be seen 
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New Belgrade today bears witness to the impact of this turbulent period. 
Wide boulevards have been narrowed as new buildings have been erected to 
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additions to older buildings that have changed their aesthetics and the service 
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and the heating and water infrastructure struggles to cope with the demands 
of additional population. Residents of New Belgrade read into the built envi-
ronment a change in social norms, and their personal accounts indicated the 
continued sense of responsibility for the built environment and frustration at 
not being able to act on this.
In addition to these material changes to the local area, there have been 
changes in the institutions that govern social relations. The local community 
has disappeared in practical terms. For residents such as Ilija, local authorities 
play no role in managing neighbourhoods, which compares negatively with 
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Twenty years ago we had our police, three men who were responsible for New Bel-
grade […] we introduced our children to them […] They sat with us in the garden, 
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turn around the containers […]. They enter the communal space, the local shop… 
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slav political economy through the breakdown of the housing allocation system. 
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B television the other day [to publicise the problem], and the man does not want 
to do anything. The whole building is noisy. It stinks. So, we brought in the local 
authority, but he bribed them. They come, measure, and say all is well.
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as noise and smell. His account shows the disappearance of mechanisms for 
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environment. 
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the built environment ends and the marsh environment of waterlogged sand 
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the kind of mobilisation that had led to the construction of this new city space 
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Limits to Activism Within the Urban Environment
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There is a myth of urban and rural coexistence generated by remembering how 
the built environment of today was produced through processes of rapid urbani-
ȱȱǯȱȂȱȱ ȱȱȱȱ
ȱŝǱȱȱȱ ȱȱȱȱȱȱ ȱǯȱȱȱ
Ǳȱȁ¢ȱȱ ȱǳȱȱǰȱ
ȱǳȂǯȱǱȱȱ
ȱȱȱȱǰȱ ĴǱȦȦ   ǯǯȦȦȬȬȬ
Beograda. Used with permission.
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is still remembered as a rural one, as if the old rural livelihoods were dormant 
beneath the asphalt. In this manner, New Belgrade is constructed as an ‘only-
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There, where the heating plant (toplana) is, we used to bathe. We picked bamboo 
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to here, there was nothing. I even remember when it was demolished—that dam 
where the railway was. All has drastically changed.
These accounts reproduce the sense of profound environmental contradic-
tions, and a sense of nostalgia for the rural environments that enabled a closer 
connection with resources such as bamboo and water. That sense of rurality, 
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linked to another myth, one about the possibilities for citizens to shape their 
own environment through collective work. Claiming these myths of collective 
action through the narration and representation of memories is also a form of 
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The project of building New Belgrade provided a number of direct and indirect 
ways of participating in the transformation of the environment. If the construc-
tion of New Belgrade achieved an urban space out of marshland, the turmoil 
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ones. Today there is an ongoing concern that standards of living continue to fall 
short. Corruption permeates all discussions about city life. Where previously 
there were a variety of ways to contribute to urban spaces and civic identities, 
today these institutional conditions do not exist. In the face of violence against 
the urban environment, there are no arenas for urban environmentalism. 
The night clubs built on moored river rafts are a metaphor of this develop-
ment as they create an excruciating noise which makes life impossible for many. 
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Some mentioned these promenades as characterising the area, but for those 
living by the river the night clubs are a nuisance. The interviewees associated 
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political elite. 
Ana is a Romanian lady who arrived in New Belgrade with her oldest daugh-
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count of the changes, grounded in the myth of the labour actions, provided 
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and [there were] boats so we [could] go to [the island] Ada properly and not with 
fear. From then on ‘til today it was beautiful, silence, we did not even use keys, or 
have interphones. The children would play on the playground, clean. The moth-
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used interphones, all sorts of keys and feared the stranger ringing the bell. The 
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children […]. It is nice here now, but it is private, everyone is lonely, sad […].
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The music is terrible, believe me […]. One night I could not take it anymore. It was 
very cold outside and I took a coat and went outside to see if I could at least report 
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no one had the courage to report it […] When I got close to some gusar [pirate], I 
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Left without any support, whether this is at the national or local level, citizens 
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the problems that manifest in their everyday lives. Addressing their problems 
would mean engaging with the individuals that encroach their collective goods, 
e.g. with noise, but this entails danger because such action would put them in 
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Some order should be created, but there is no one to collaborate with, or talk to, to 
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communal service, police […]. There is no support, everyone is afraid of everyone, 
threats […] so, people withdrew.
There are many accounts of disillusionment with the state and disappoint-
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generations are using novel grassroots structures, whether borrowed from 
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the community. Artists are moving into abandoned community spaces, tagging 
 ȱȱȱȱ¢ȱ ȱ¢ȱ ȱĜǰȱ ȱĴȱȱȱ
potential for using the urban environment as a resource for political organisa-
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are developed very cautiously, both because they relate to an ethos which does 
not correspond to the reinvented city after the transition, and because people 
feel threatened by both the lack of support of current governance structures 
and the pervasive corruption of authorities.
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tive capacity to intervene in changing the immediate environment. Idealised 
memories of collective action such as shock work and the way New Belgrade was 
transformed into a thriving neighbourhood, however selective, are employed 
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Conclusion 
Our analysis emerges from an approach to environmental politics that starts 
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they understand their ability to act on or through the environment to create the 
kind of areas they want to live in. We have found that this approach highlights 
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local forms of civic participation that might be otherwise missed when searching 
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relations. Such relations emerge in the context of everyday experiences of the 
city and its environment as manifested in doorstep issues.53 These doorstep 
issues have worsened in the post-transition context both because of the lack 
of capacity of the authorities to govern the urban environment and because of 
the unsanctioned proliferation of activities that are perceived as dirty and un-
safe by local residents. Residents themselves feel that they lack capacity to act 
both because they lack a point of reference of an authority and because of the 
sheer fear of intervening against violent groups or organised criminals. In this 
context, environmental mobilisation, whatever its type, needs to be celebrated 
and supported. 
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provided an overview of a number of forms of collective participation and ac-
tion. We have highlighted the contrast between the labour actions and the way 
the city was shaped in a subtle way by a range of practices of living in the city, 
in which the city became reimagined and appropriated beyond state plans. 
In New Belgrade the breakdown of the state and the collapse of possibilities 
for action has been experienced through the built environment, but this also 
shows how struggles to normalise relations and to improve conditions can be 
mobilised in response to these infringements and absences of order. The picture 
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developments. In this context, their memories of a past in which they intervened 
in the making of the city and actively shaped their environment constitute a key 
anchorage for mobilising around environmental issues. 
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